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    Prologue:

    Attract Mode

    Somewhere along the maroon carpet, between the mirrored walls, among the rows of gleaming screens that lit the room, you could find it: a crisp new arcade cabinet, moments away from debuting tonight at Dennis’ Place for Games in Chicago, Illinois.

    Standing at a height of 6′1″ and weighing in at 402 pounds, the machine was roughly the size of a refrigerator. Printed on the game’s two sides were the pebbled orange pattern of a basketball, the silhouetted logo of the National Basketball Association, and the name “Midway” in fire hydrant red italics. The device contained two coin slots, four control stations, a powerful speaker system, and a 25-inch cathode ray tube monitor built to shine night and day. A marquee at the top of the machine announced the name of the game in all caps: NBA JAM.

    But on this early evening in late 1992, those letters sat unlit, the machine still unpowered because NBA Jam was lacking a vital component: the erasable programmable read-only memory (EPROM) chip containing the latest version of the game’s code. That piece of hardware was sitting a few miles away from the arcade on a desk at Williams Bally/Midway.

    A titan in the coin-operated (“coin-op”) video and pinball game industries, Williams Bally/Midway occupied a chunk of industrial real estate on Chicago’s northwest side. In one massive facility, the company designed and programmed the software for their games, soldered the circuit boards, burned the memory chips, wired the electrical components, manufactured and decorated the games’ wooden bodies (or “cabinets”), and did everything else in between. Games were boxed up and rolled out of their factory doors to arcades across the globe. The company went by several names (longtime employees called the operation Williams), but the world would come to know it best as Midway.

    After spending the better part of a year programming and tweaking—endlessly, constantly tweaking—their high-energy take on virtual basketball, the NBA Jam team just had a few more last-minute adjustments to make. Once everything was ready, the freshest revision of the code was burned to an EPROM chip, then picked up and taken out the door. NBA Jam was about to move from the comfortable confines of the Midway office to the wilderness of public opinion.

    When a coin-op was almost complete, Midway would send a cabinet or two out “on location” or “on test” to a local arcade to get an idea of how the game would perform upon wide release and how many cabinets to build. Chicago was dotted with places ripe for candid customer feedback. A few months earlier, Midway had placed a fighting game called Mortal Kombat in the nearby Times Square Arcade. The game was now on its way to catapulting Midway to record earnings, and NBA Jam had the makings of a hit, too.

    Tonight, Jam’s future lay in the hands of the patrons of Dennis’ Place for Games at 957 West Belmont Avenue. All sorts came through Dennis’ doors: hardcore gamers and schoolchildren, teens and families, hipsters and gangsters alike.

    Tucked into a corner building across from the Belmont Red Line “L” stop, Dennis’ Place was easily spotted by its big sign dotted with light bulbs. In an oval on the sign, a young man in uniform with a shock of neatly parted red hair stared stoically. He was illustrated from the shoulders up, seeming as if he was posing for a military portrait. The logo was traditional and trustworthy, the kind of old-world insignia you could throw on a bottle of aftershave or a jar of pasta sauce without a second thought.

    The man on the sign and on the arcade’s tokens was Dennis Georges. Born and raised in Greece, where he served in the navy, Georges dreamed of immigrating to America and starting a business. Arriving in the early 1960s, he eventually found his calling in the booming storefront video game arcade industry and opened Dennis’ Place for Games in the late 70s. Over the years, Georges expanded the business into multiple locations, but this spot—the one on West Belmont—was the real one.

    A black belt in karate and former pro boxer, Georges was friendly but no-nonsense when it came to the rules. His game rooms prohibited smoking, drinking, eating, loitering, and wearing hats or head coverings. Because of a previous robbery, Georges suspended security cameras and microphones from the ceiling of the arcade and kept watch over his customers with a set of monitors in a back room.

    Despite its touches of respectability, Dennis’ Place had a habit of being dirty. Located in a rough and heavily trafficked part of Chicago, the arcade made a good spot to keep kids off the streets as the city’s murder rate skyrocketed. Homeless youth and latchkey kids would pack the room long past midnight, staying warm in the machines’ fluorescent glow.

    For Midway’s developers, visiting your game for its first night on test was a must. The set-up was win-win for everyone. Georges would reap the buzz of a new attraction appearing at his business (as well as the money the game generated). The NBA Jam team would look out for bugs, get to see how their work held up under public scrutiny, and have the opportunity to hang out with and cheer on their friends. Their lineup on opening night included, among others: NBA Jam team members Mark Turmell, Sal DiVita, John Carlton, and Jon Hey; Terminator 2: Judgment Day programmer George Petro; and Defender and Robotron: 2084 designer Eugene Jarvis.

    Eugene Jarvis’s credentials, insight, and enthusiasm made him Midway’s guiding star and one of the company’s most deeply respected voices. He adored playing coin-op games as much as he did making them, sometimes with too much enthusiasm. (One time, Georges kicked Jarvis out of the arcade for banging on a machine too hard.) Jarvis was of the firm belief that you could tell how well a game was going to perform on wide release based on its first night on test, sometimes even its first hour. A game’s earliest moments alive in the dark offered a crucial window into how the game would be received on wide release. If a game’s cash box could fill up here, it was bound to fill up elsewhere, too.

    Daylight slipping away, the Midway crew left their office at 3401 North California Avenue and headed to Dennis’ Place. Their arrival produced zero fanfare. No one really cared or understood who made arcade games. Customers were only interested in the games themselves, and they were eager to try NBA Jam.

    As an audience gathered around the machine, Sal DiVita popped open the back of the cabinet. Just starting his career in video games, DiVita had become the team’s jack-of-all-trades, willing to do almost any task asked of him. In this case, he was responsible for connecting the EPROM into the machine’s sockets. DiVita fit the pins in carefully, making a little show of the installation. Then, he closed up and flipped a switch. Electricity flowed. The letters on the marquee brightened to life. The speakers awoke with a pop. The picture came into focus.

    Before anyone could step up and claim the first turn, DiVita stood close to the machine so NBA Jam could enter attract mode. An arcade game’s attract mode consisted of gameplay demos, scoreboards, character bios, logo screens, and other tidbits. When no one was paying to play, the attract mode became bait to hook the next passerby. Letting the attract mode play out would mean that everyone at Dennis’ Place would get the first glimpse of NBA Jam at the same time.

    On the screen, an arena appeared, packed to the rafters with energetic fans. Two teams of two stood on either side of the hardwood, anxious for action. Each player looked remarkably realistic. Out of nowhere, a voice piped up: “Here’s the tip!”

    At center court, a referee blew his whistle and chucked a ball skyward. When the two players at the middle jumped to grab it, each leapt half his height. A flurry of movement followed: running, passing, stealing, blocking, shoving, shooting. Their jerseys had the eye-popping colors of soda cans.

    While Jam lifted its slick presentation from broadcast television—at a glance, it could pass for a real NBA game—its play tapped into athletic fantasy. Shoving the other player wasn’t just allowed but seemingly an integral part of the game. Fouls were close to nonexistent. The players traded bucket after bucket at a frenetic clip. With a tap of the Turbo button, you moved even faster, temporarily turning your sneakers a bright color.

    And then there were the slam dunks. Players hurtled themselves toward the heavens, jumping feet above the rim without a second thought. In midair, they pulled off all manner of cannonballs, spins, and contortions. When they landed at the hoop, the impact was seismic. No one had ever seen a basketball game like this.

    Suddenly, the on-court action disappeared. In its place arrived a high score screen announcing the cabinet’s “Greatest Players.” Since this machine didn’t have a scratch on it, Jam listed eight sets of initials by default. Seven of the eight lines represented a team member behind the game: “SL” for Shawn Liptak, “RJR” for Jamie Rivett, “SAL” for Sal DiVita, “TWG” for Tony Goskie, and so on. (Midway artist Tim Coman grabbed the last spot as “TJC.”)

    Game developers usually labored under a shroud of anonymity, but at Midway, things were different. Employees snuck their names, faces, and voices into their games wherever they could. They loved coming up with in-jokes and secrets, toying with the truth, and taking liberties if it meant making a better game. When it came to video games at Midway, reality was considered boring. No one was going to pay for reality. Instead, the magic was in “exaggerated reality,” where games looked like real life but played like something else.

    The NBA Jam team had pored over the game, working 80 hours a week to get it ready for its debut. Everything from the player heads, hand-drawn by Tony Goskie, to the propulsive music, written by Jon Hey, was top of the line. The seven of them relentlessly argued over how the game should look and play, but they shared a deep creative camaraderie. They had already begun to celebrate the absurd world they had built by gambling their own cash on rounds of NBA Jam. When the last buzzer sounded on a heated match, chairs and four-letter words were liable to fly.

    Shimmering atop the Greatest Players scoreboard were the initials “MJT,” which stood for Mark Joseph Turmell. Six-foot-five and lanky, with long Robert Plant hair and a passion for mischief and compulsive fun, the 29-year-old Turmell was the mastermind behind NBA Jam. He was at a new point in his career: After experiencing incredible success designing games across a variety of platforms for over a decade, Turmell’s second coin-op at Midway, Total Carnage, was a commercial flop. Getting his third arcade game to test had not been without its hurdles—at one point, the NBA stood firm about not granting Midway its license—but Turmell was certain he was onto something huge here.

    The attract mode then ran a second roll call, this one filled with figures that the crowd would recognize. The names and faces of the NBA’s hottest stars and rising prospects flew by: Charles Barkley, Shawn Kemp, Hakeem Olajuwon, Scottie Pippen, Isiah Thomas, Patrick Ewing, Shaquille O’Neal, Glen Rice, and loads more. In total, the game had 56 players. This, too, was a revelation. No basketball video game had ever offered so many playable NBA stars whose faces you could recognize in the menus and on the court itself.

    If there was ever a time to set a basketball game loose in the Windy City, this was it. Led by Michael Jordan, the biggest name in the sport and fast becoming one of the most famous people on Earth, the Chicago Bulls were back-to-back NBA champions with a third trophy in their sights. Over the summer, Jordan and the best players in the league had met up in Barcelona for the 1992 Summer Olympics. The Dream Team, as they were called, cruised to gold medals. The air was thick with the fever of victory.

    A customer approached NBA Jam and fed the machine its first token. Dennis Georges’s military portrait disappeared into the slot, and the customer pressed the start button. The Midway guys moved away and settled in at tables nearby to watch the activity from a distance. Turmell and DiVita cracked open their notebooks. Turmell, in particular, loved observing how people played his games. Big, loud reactions were his creative fuel.

    Patron after patron sank token after token into the machine, acclimating to the rules and rhythms of its unfamiliar world. The game’s high-energy commentary provided by Tim Kitzrow instantly stood out. Along with calling the on-court action factually as it happened, Kitzrow had a seemingly limitless repertoire of quips and phrases for every scenario: “From downtown!” for a big three; “Re-jected!” for a huge block; “The nail in the coffin!” for a bucket that sealed their opponents’ fate; “Jams it in!” for an emphatic dunk. Kitzrow’s tongue-in-cheek delivery ensured every exchange would be entertaining, and players quickly took to imitating his inflections. Even amidst the racket on the arcade floor, his voice carried.

    “He’s heating up!”

    “HE’S ON FIRE!”

    “BOOMSHAKALAKA!”

    By 11 p.m., it was a clear that the customers of Dennis’ Place for Games loved NBA Jam. The Midway gang celebrated the occasion by leaving to get slices of New York-style pizza, then headed back before close to get more feedback. At 2 a.m., as the machine was powered down and crowds poured out of the arcade into the streets of Chicago, the team was riding high.

    Still, their work wasn’t done. On the game’s second and third nights on test, Turmell and DiVita returned to Dennis’ Place. NBA Jam continued to perform exceptionally well, but they began to notice issues.

    For example, the presence of familiar NBA players led players to assume that their avatars had been programmed to have the same skills as their real-life equivalents. “Don’t even put it on the floor next to Stockton,” one customer told another, referencing the light-fingered point guard on the Utah Jazz. “He’ll take it every time.” Taking advantage of Utah’s small man/big man combo of John Stockton and Karl Malone seemed like a sound strategy. The problem was, as NBA Jam artist John Carlton pointed out, the code never accounted for any variety in player attributes. The players were like M&M’s: No matter how different they appeared on the outside, they were all the same on the inside. Turmell and DiVita took note.

    Another interaction was harder to watch. One kid stepped up, coined in, and tapped Start on Player 2’s panel but used Player 3’s controls. As the other players zigzagged after the ball, Player 2 stood off to a side, staring into space. With the wrong joystick and buttons in his hands, every movement the kid made was meaningless. Somehow, he was oblivious to what was happening.

    As a rule, Turmell didn’t interfere with a game on test, but this instance necessitated a conversation, so he got up and introduced himself. “You’re on Player 3,” Turmell said, gesturing to the controls. “You’re actually on Player 2.” Embarrassed by the mistake, the kid thanked him and moved to the correct panel. Turmell returned to DiVita and they both shuddered at the awkward user experience. “What a disaster,” one said to the other.

    Yet barely a minute later, the kid was back on Player 3, doing nothing and loving it. Maybe the problem was with him, maybe it was with how the game explained its controls. Either way, this apparent foolishness was too much to ignore, so the Jam team added prominent color-coded windows that identified which paying player was which before tip-off. A menu on the back end would allow arcade operators to turn “idiot boxes” on or off.

    Hour after hour, day after day, crowds would continue to huddle around NBA Jam—not just the machine at Dennis’ Place, but the thousands that shipped across the country and beyond. Over the next year, the team would witness their baby become a phenomenon. Jurassic Park would become the biggest movie of 1993, accumulating $346 million within a year of release. In that same timeframe, NBA Jam would triple that number, pulling in over $1 billion—one quarter at a time.

    Players across the globe would perfect NBA Jam techniques and dig for secrets. Magazines would splash the game across their covers. The game would come to be adored by the press, the public, other game developers, and even the very NBA superstars depicted in its pixels. In the hands of Acclaim Entertainment, NBA Jam would blow up all over again in the home market. Advertisements would appear in magazines and comic books, and commercials on television sets and movie theater screens. A sprawling cast of hidden characters would be buried within its games: politicians, musicians, actors, baseball players, football players, and armies of programmers. NBA Jam would let you ball as the Prince of Wales or the Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.

    There would be updates, sequels, spin-offs, remakes, and rip-offs. Midway would launch an entire arcade sports division on NBA Jam’s back. The game would even lead to bitter heartbreak for its creators who watched it first soar on West Belmont Avenue. In time, the team would witness not just the fall of the NBA Jam name but the arcade game industry and finally the Williams Bally/Midway empire itself.

    But as those opening nights on test wound down, NBA Jam was far from conquering the world. It was still a game with a broken feature that needed to be fixed.

    After mulling over what to do about Stockton and Malone, Turmell and DiVita left Dennis’ Place for Games before close one night and circled back to the office. Cutting past the rows of half-finished pinball tables and arcade cabinets that filled the factory floor, they made it to the developers’ area at the back of the building and switched on their computers. Under each player’s portrait on the team select screen, DiVita began adding tiny text and bars representing the key attributes that differentiated them: “Speed,” “3 Ptrs,” “Dunks,” and “Def.” For the Utah Jazz, he turned John Stockton lightning fast and cranked up Karl Malone’s ability to dunk. Stockton and Malone would be a one-two punch, just like the real thing. There was still much more work for Turmell and DiVita to do, but NBA Jam’s potential for strategy immediately deepened.

    This was a start. In a few hours, it would be light again. Another full day at Midway lay ahead. They would be back in the arcade soon enough.

  


  
    ChapteR 1:

    “Here’s the Tip”

    The coin-operated video game business started on top of a wine barrel in a bar in California.

    One day in the summer of 1972, Al Alcorn stopped in at Andy Capp’s Tavern as he often did. A programmer at the nearby computer company Atari, Inc., Alcorn visited the bar in Sunnyvale as part of a route of businesses with pinball machines that Atari maintained for a fee. In this instance, Alcorn brought along something to leave behind: a 4-foot-tall electronic game with a screen. He set up a sawed-off milk jug inside the machine to catch any falling change. The game was Pong, and it ran a quarter a play.

    Pong drilled table tennis down to its essence. Two players each controlled a knob that moved a paddle up and down either side of the screen. A dotted net stood between them, and a ball bounced back and forth. If the ball ricocheted off the first player’s paddle and slipped past the second player into the expanse, the first player scored a point. During back-and-forth rallies, play accelerated. The Pong arcade game was just a series of white lines on a black background, but it was minimalism at its mightiest.

    Nolan Bushnell, the co-founder of Atari, had been dreaming of a game like that for years. In the early 1960s, a teenage Bushnell worked at Lagoon, a popular amusement park nestled in the leafy hills of Farmington, Utah. Rising from peddling a “spill the milk” carnival game to managing a section of the park, Bushnell was responsible for overseeing large arcades filled with coin-op novelties, electromechanical contraptions, and pinball tables. For a penny a turn, parkgoers could play cast-iron cranes, bowling, skee-ball, “love tester” games, and other machines. The games at Lagoon were fun, Bushnell thought, but the technology was so unsophisticated and the experience was so underwhelming. He had seen what games could really be.

    Bushnell was more than just an enterprising young carnie. He was also a student at the University of Utah, where he had witnessed the future in action at a school computer lab. Programmed by Steve Russell, the 1962 space combat game Spacewar! featured white spaceships firing at one another in the black chasm of outer space, marking what was possibly the first computer game.

    Bushnell understood that if he could find a way to rig a computer with a game like this on it to a coin slot, it was guaranteed to make money at the arcade. The trouble was figuring out how to bring such high-end technology to the mass market without breaking the bank.

    The solution, as Bushnell found, would be to chop a full-sized computer down to a motherboard (essentially, a fancy signal generator), and build machines out of cheap and easily reproducible parts. After he graduated university, Bushnell left Utah for California and the budding Silicon Valley to put his idea into motion. He struck up a partnership with an electrical engineer named Ted Dabney, and the two began working with Nutting Associates, a coin-op game manufacturer, on a Spacewar!-like space shooter of their own. In 1971, Nutting Associates rolled out Computer Space as the first coin-op video game. But with gameplay that was too complex for its own good, Computer Space did not take off.

    Feeling that Nutting Associates botched Computer Space’s release and eager to strike out on their own, Bushnell and Dabney formed Atari, Inc. to release their second game. Shortly after opening the company in Sunnyvale, Atari landed a talented programmer named Al Alcorn with the promise of working on a major contract. General Electric had commissioned Atari to make a home TV ping-pong game. The game needed to incorporate “one ball, two paddles, and a score,” and Bushnell wanted Alcorn to be the one to design it. Under Bushnell’s direction, Alcorn programmed Pong. Atari then built a makeshift arcade cabinet for the game and left it at Andy Capp’s Tavern to get a feel for how the public would respond to the concept.

    A couple of weeks after leaving Pong behind, Alcorn checked in to see how the machine was doing. The owner of Andy Capp’s expressed his amazement at its success. When he came to open the bar, he would find customers waiting around outside so they could get back in and get back to Pong. As the legend goes, when Alcorn unlocked the door to the game’s cash box, quarters came flooding out of the milk jug. This good sign was only the beginning for Pong.

    In reality, there was no General Electric contract—Bushnell had concocted the whole story to give Alcorn a test assignment before Alcorn tackled Atari’s real next project—but Alcorn evidently didn’t mind much. The arcade format turned out to be the perfect vessel for Pong, too. Its play was fast and thrilling, its rhythmic mechanic easy to understand but difficult to master, and its two-player action added an intriguing social component.

    Pong went into wide release on November 29, 1972. The game proved to be a smash across demographics, selling an astounding 19,000 units. Countless Pong knock-off machines followed for both arcades and home TV sets. Pong wasn’t the first video game ever made, but its popularity was so overwhelming that it was often misremembered as such. Sports, not space, would be the rocket to the moon for coin-op games that Nolan Bushnell envisioned at Lagoon.

    But as a genre, sports games had a long, long way to go before they reached their potential. After all, Pong’s ball wasn’t even round—it was square.

    •

    In 1974, Midway Manufacturing Company mailed out an important bulletin to arcade operators and distributors. The well-reputed manufacturer of pinball tables and coin-op amusements based out of Schiller Park, Illinois, was putting out another one of its first video games. The colorful flyer for TV Basketball boasted a picture of the cabinet, drawings of generic basketball players, and boxes touting such features as two- or four-player games, adjustable time control, and “realistic player images and baskets.”

    In the game, two pairs of players split a court with basketball nets positioned on either side and a ball bouncing between them. Each duo moved up and down the screen in sync, attempting to score by striking the ball through the net on the opposite side. Truth be told, TV Basketball was just another glorified Pong clone, but at the time, this was as high-quality as two-on-two arcade basketball was going to get. Though the four players were faceless sprites, TV Basketball likely marked the first time a video game featured humans as playable characters.

    Midway took a shot on TV Basketball by importing it from Taito, a Japanese game company, for the American market. The move paid off, with the game selling an enormous 1,400 cabinets. TV Basketball was the first hoops game in the arcade, hot on the heels of 1973’s Basketball for the Magnavox Odyssey, itself the first home game console. In order to play Basketball on the Odyssey, you had to lay a sheet of translucent plastic on your television screen. The overlay featured illustrations of ten stick figures scattered around a court. Controllers in hand, you played a Pong-esque ball-and-paddle game, and kept score by hand on pen and paper. Pretending the experience simulated actual basketball required heaps of imagination.

    Early sports games had the blandest and most straightforward titles: Tennis, Golf, Baseball. Owing to this, other games called Basketball also surfaced, each simple and unlicensed. None were connected to the National Basketball Association, the increasingly popular pro league, until Mattel released NBA Basketball for the Intellivision in 1980. You couldn’t play as any actual teams or players in NBA Basketball, but the mere act of having the logo on the box signaled a major development for fans who wanted to experience NBA action in a new way. The league found a potentially lucrative licensing avenue, too.

    Trip Hawkins, CEO of Electronic Arts, took this notion to the next logical step in 1982. As a huge fan of the San Francisco 49ers, Hawkins had the idea of creating a game based on Joe Montana that put you in the cleats of the star quarterback and Super Bowl MVP. Professional athletes had never been in a video or computer game before, but making a game with Montana’s likeness was good as money in the bank. But as Hawkins pressed further, he found that Montana had already signed a deal with Atari to endorse its product line.

    Undeterred, Hawkins pivoted from football and applied the same concept to a basketball game. He struck a deal with “Dr. J” Julius Erving, his favorite player. The Philadelphia 76ers icon flew to EA’s studio in California for principal photography, and Hawkins quickly realized he needed a second huge name to make the game really pop. For $25,000 and a 2.5 percent royalty rate per likeness, Hawkins put the pieces in motion for One on One: Dr. J vs. Larry Bird.

    On the court, Erving and Bird were NBA mega-stars and ferocious rivals. Their pixelated counterparts were simple but effective simulations, and One on One allowed you to play as either. Keenly aware of the technological deficiencies of the popular Atari 2600 console, Hawkins planned One on One as a computer game for the Apple II. Working with a state-of-the-art home computer and making the game mano-a-mano instead of five-on-five allowed Hawkins to take full advantage of the available processing power.

    One on One was coded by Eric Hammond, a 19-year-old programmer who met with Erving and Bird to capture footage, soak up inspiration, and pepper them with questions about basketball. To make the game’s graphics, Hammond used a crude motion-capture process where he filmed Dr. J dunking and carefully animated each frame so his in-game avatar moved with the same authentic quality, albeit at a molasses-slow five frames per second. Hammond enlivened One on One with cool details—an in-game scoreboard, a 24-second shot clock, the steady ticking sound of a dribbling ball, the whoosh of a cheering crowd—and built a fun little game. If you leaped up and slammed hard enough, you could shatter the glass backboard, at which point a janitor would appear to sweep up the shards and grumble over the mess you made.

    Released in 1983, One on One: Dr. J vs. Larry Bird reveled in its star power and realism. “We put the two of them together on a dream court of light, for an electronic afternoon of one-on-one,” read one ad. One on One was a critical and financial success, with the magazine St. Game describing it as “a game that feels like the real thing.” In its wake, Electronic Arts made a sequel called Jordan vs. Bird: One on One and soon established EA Sports, a division dedicated solely to sports games.

    As developers experimented with new ways to bring basketball to screens, innovations trickled along. Konami’s 1986 arcade title Double Dribble featured colorful graphics, five-on-five action, cutaway animations for dunks, and a tinny version of “The Star-Spangled Banner” before tip-off, but its players had little personality and its commentary sounded robotic. Magic Johnson’s Fast Break, Arcadia Systems’s 1988 two-on-two coin-op game, had good graphics, detailed characters, and audio clips of Johnson’s voice, but its gameplay was awkwardly fast and unremarkable.

    By the late 80s, a basketball game seemingly couldn’t go out the door without having a license. NBA stars scored starring roles in console titles like Bill Laimbeer’s Combat Basketball and David Robinson’s Supreme Court. Even a coach got in on the action with Pat Riley Basketball. Following the release of Jordan Vs. Bird: One on One, Electronic Arts introduced Lakers versus Celtics and the NBA Playoffs, a game with increasingly robust simulation aspects. The NBA Playoffs series would evolve into the hit NBA Live franchise.

    Still solely known for games on the arcade market, the Midway name hadn’t appeared near a hoops title since TV Basketball, and the company was long overdue for a follow-up. Midway’s next game was also two-on-two. It featured large players with distinct looks, a court, a crowd, cheerleaders, four periods, and the ability to rough up your opponent. It had big dunks and, like Dr. J vs. Larry Bird, even let you break the backboard. A giant red and blue logo adorned the sides of its cabinet. The game was a hit in the arcades—but it wasn’t NBA Jam.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2:

    “From Downtown”

    On the bottom floor of a hotel in Chicago, Eugene Jarvis could do anything. If he wanted, at that very moment, Jarvis could wipe out aliens from a spaceship, burn rubber in a racecar, or command a tank under heavy enemy fire. Best of all: He could do it all without having to leave the convention carpet. Each flickering fantasy lived in its own cabinet, and the floor of the 1980 Amusement and Music Operators Association (AMOA) expo was packed with them.

    By fall 1980, Atari’s successes had pushed video games to the forefront of pop culture. Game companies sprouted like weeds across the world. The Atari 2600 console jump-started the lucrative home market, cementing Atari as the premier name in the business. With its vast library of games, the Atari 2600 had made the video games a staple of the American living room.

    But the real action was in the arcade. Coin-op games offered juicier graphics, higher grade hardware, and more engaging gameplay than anything available on a console. Innovative machines from companies such as Atari, Namco, and Cinematronics began drawing huge crowds of players across all ages. There was a boom of storefront video arcades, and game rooms opened far and wide. In America, arcades started along main streets in big cities, then fanned out into suburbs and malls until they became a ubiquitous part of youth culture. On its own, an arcade cabinet could end up anywhere: a bowling alley, a bar, a truck stop, a grocery store. Every game
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